Introduction {#Sec1}
============

The successful design of large-scale bioreactors for pollutant degradation requires the ability to accurately predict the growth of microorganisms. A great number of theoretical investigations of the growth rate of one-species or mixed species biofilms have focused on the difficulty of transferring substrates and products between the fluid phase and the cells inside a biofilm. These analyses were based on the theory of mass transport and diffusion in porous media but rarely considered inhibition. In contrast, many experimental investigations have reported inhibition kinetics of different types, e.g., substrate inhibition,^[@CR1]--[@CR4]^ product inhibition,^[@CR5]--[@CR7]^ substrate and product inhibition,^[@CR8],[@CR9]^ inhibition by other compounds present in the fluid phase,^[@CR10]^ inhibition effects of heavy metals ions,^[@CR11]^ and wastewater treatment under salt-affected conditions,^[@CR12]^ among others. Equations were usually fitted to experimental data in all of these field or laboratory studies, without developing predictive scenarios of what would happen in different situations (for example, as a result of product inhibition), and only some specifically addressed biofilm systems.^[@CR5],[@CR11]^ Modeling studies on substrate utilization and inhibition effects in biofilms are few and far between.^[@CR13]--[@CR16]^ It is, therefore, of interest to model the effect of the coupled processes of substrate and product diffusion on the net rate of biofilm growth when different types of inhibition mechanisms are considered.

The objectives in the present study were to extend a procedure to estimate analytically the effectiveness factor (dimensionless substrate mass flux at the biofilm-fluid interface) for a continuum heterogeneous biofilm with multiple limiting substrates Monod kinetics^[@CR17]^ to different types of inhibition kinetics. We tested a variety of scenarios when (i) the substrate is the limiting component, (ii) the inhibitor is the limiting species, or (iii) the substrate is also the inhibitor. The model describes a heterogeneous biofilm with variable distribution of biofilm density, activity, and effective diffusivity.

Model development {#Sec2}
=================

Inhibition modeling {#Sec3}
-------------------

The effect of an inhibitory component on the specific growth rate, *r*, is given by:^[@CR18],[@CR19]^$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$r = q_{{\mathrm{max}}}\left( {\frac{{C_{\rm A}}}{{K_{\rm A} + C_{\rm A}}}} \right)\left( {\frac{{K_{\rm I}}}{{K_{\rm I} + C_{\rm I}}}} \right)$$\end{document}$$where *q*~max~ is the maximum specific growth rate, *C*~A~ is the concentration of the key substrate A, *K*~A~ is the Monod half rate constant for substrate A, *C*~I~ is the concentration of the inhibitor I, and *K*~I~ is the concentration of the inhibitor resulting in 50% inhibition of the maximum rate (all variables are described in detail in Box [1](#Sec14){ref-type="sec"}).

Taking into account that both the effective diffusivities of substrate and inhibitory component and the biofilm density vary with the position (*x*) in the biofilm, the mass balances for the substrates and inhibitors, at steady state (pseudo-steady state), are given by:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$\frac{{\rm d}}{{{\rm d}x}}D_{{\rm fI}}(x)\frac{{{\rm d}C_{\rm I}}}{{{\rm d}x}} = \frac{{q_{{\mathrm{max}}}}}{{Y_{\rm I}}}X_{\rm f}(x)\left( {\frac{{C_{\rm A}}}{{K_{\rm A} + C_{\rm A}}}} \right)\left( {\frac{{K_{\rm I}}}{{K_{\rm I} + C_{\rm I}}}} \right),$$\end{document}$$where *D*~fA~ and *D*~fI~ are the effective diffusivities of the substrate and inhibitor, *X*~f~ is the biofilm density, and *Y*~A~ and *Y*~I~ are the biomass yield coefficients of the key substrate A and inhibitor I, respectively.

The following assumptions are made in Eqs. ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) and ([3](#Equ3){ref-type=""}):The biofilm is a continuum.Substrate and inhibitor are transferred by diffusion only, in accordance with Fick's law.^[@CR20]^Microorganisms consume the substrate and inhibitor at a rate according to Double-Monod inhibition kinetics.Biofilm density and substrate effective diffusivity change in the *x* direction.Steady state (pseudo-steady state) conditions apply and the rate of substrate consumption is higher compared to the rate of biofilm growth.External resistances to mass transfer are neglected. Therefore, the substrate and inhibitor concentrations at the biofilm-fluid interphase, *C*~As~ and *C*~Is~, respectively, are known.The substratum where the biofilm grows is impermeable.

Under these assumptions, the appropriate boundary conditions for Eqs. ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) and ([3](#Equ3){ref-type=""}) are:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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The concentrations of the substrate, A, and inhibitory component, I, vary as a function of biofilm depth in the continuous heterogeneous biofilm (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). The *D*~fA~*(x)*, *D*~fI~*(x)*, and *X*~f~*(x)* profiles and dimensionless differential equations describing the system can be found in Supplementary Information [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}.Fig. 1Schematic representation of the continuum heterogeneous biofilm model with concentration profiles for substrate A and inhibitory component I. *C*~As~ concentration of substrate (A) at the surface of the biofilm, kg/m^3^, *C*~Is~ concentration of inhibitor (I) at the surface of the biofilm, kg/m^3^, *L*~f~ biofilm thickness. In black: impermeable substratum

Case study {#Sec4}
----------

We studied three possible scenarios:

Case (a): If the substrate (A) is the limiting component rather than the inhibitor, which can be a reaction product, then$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Case (b): If the inhibitor is the limiting substrate, rather than the substrate, then$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Case (c): This is a special situation of case (b), where there is a single substrate that is also the inhibitor.$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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### Mass balance differential equations {#Sec5}

The mass balance differential equations for the corresponding limiting component (in each case), considering valid Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[13)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}, are:
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Particular conditions {#Sec6}
---------------------

Analyzing the asymptotic solutions of the different cases studied for *ϕ*^*2*^ ≪ 1 (see Supplementary Information [2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}), there is a condition under which the first derivative of *r\**, evaluated at $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$C_{\rm A}^ \ast$$\end{document}$ = 1, is negative. In this situation the value of parameter *σ* (*σ*~A~*, σ*~i~), will be negative. This is a necessary but not sufficient condition to assure that there will be a region of the *η* versus *ϕ* curve, in which *η* values will be greater than one.

These particular situations are met in the following scenarios below.

Case (a): Substrate A is the limiting substrate and the inhibitor is another reactant, as in Eq. ([9](#Equ9){ref-type=""}). The effectiveness factor, *η* (the ratio between the diffusion-limited substrate consumption rate and the substrate consumption rate that is not limited by diffusion), can reach values greater than unity when:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Case (b): The inhibitor is the limiting component, as in Eq. ([13](#Equ13){ref-type=""}). Then:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Case (c): The same component is both substrate and inhibitor, as in Eq. ([17](#Equ17){ref-type=""}).$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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In all these cases, the matching expressions (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[18)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}, (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[22)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"} and (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[26)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"} are able to predict the true value of the effectiveness factor. When *η* is greater than one, the diffusion limited substrate consumption rate is greater than the rate without diffusion resistance.

Results and discussion {#Sec7}
======================

Model setup {#Sec8}
-----------

The continuum heterogeneous model was applied to different inhibition scenarios:

Case (a): The substrate A is the limiting substrate and the inhibitor is another reactant, which can be considered in two different ways:

Case (a~1~): Double Monod inhibition kinetics where substrate A is the limiting component and substrate I the inhibitor.

Case (a~2~): Double Monod inhibition kinetics where substrate A is the limiting component and the inhibitor I is a product.

Case (b): Double Monod inhibition kinetics where the substrate I is the limiting component and reacts with substrate A.

Case (c): Monod inhibition kinetics where the single component A is both substrate and the inhibitor.

Each case was solved under conditions (parameter values) where effectiveness factor values greater than one could be obtained, except for case (a~2~), which does not have this possibility (see below and Fig. [2b](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}). The effectiveness factor as a function of the Thiele modulus (which is the ratio of the time scale of reaction to the time scale of diffusion) for case (a~1~) considering a continuum heterogeneous biofilm, *η*, a homogeneous biofilm, *η*~0~, and a continuum heterogeneous biofilm without inhibition, *η*~NI~, was considered (Fig. [2a](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}). The possibility of finding values of *η* greater than one is predicted by the condition established by Eq. ([21](#Equ21){ref-type=""}):$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\frac{{{\mathrm{\Gamma }}_{\rm I}}}{{\beta _{\rm I} + 1}} > \frac{{\beta _{\rm A}}}{{\beta _{\rm A} + 1}}\quad {\mathrm{in}}\,{\mathrm{this}}\,{\mathrm{case}}\quad \frac{{0.7}}{{2.25}} = 0.311 > \frac{{0.05}}{{1.05}} = 0.048$$\end{document}$$Fig. 2Effectiveness factor for double Monod kinetics with inhibition. *Ψ* = 0.5, *κ* = 4. **a** Case (a~1~): Substrate A is the limiting component; *β*~A~ = 0.05, *β*~I~ = 1.25, Γ~I~ = 0.7. **b** Case (a~2~): The product acts as inhibitor *β*~A~ = 0.1, *β*~BI~ = 1, Γ~B~ = −3. **c** Case (b): The inhibition compound is the limiting component; *β*~A~ = 0.05, *β*~I~ = 1.25, Γ~A~ = 0.7. **d** Case (c): The same component is substrate and inhibitor; *β*~A~ = 0.01, *β*~AI~ = 1. *η*: effectiveness factor for a continuum heterogeneous biofilm with inhibition; *η*~o~: effectiveness factor for a homogeneous system with inhibition; *η*~NI~: effectiveness factor for heterogeneous biofilm without inhibition (single Monod kinetics)

For case (a~2~) the inhibitor is a process product. In this case, *η* values greater than one cannot be found because $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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For Double Monod inhibition kinetics where the inhibitor is the limiting component, as in case (b), it is observed that in a continuum heterogeneous biofilm with Thiele modulus values up to 1, the effectiveness factor has values greater than one (maximum ≈ 1.1) (Fig. [2c](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}). This case also obeys the criterion that establishes the condition to find *η* \> 1.$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Finally, Fig. [2d](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"} shows the effectiveness factor for case (c), Double Monod inhibition kinetics with a single substrate that is also the inhibitor. The parameters values were chosen in such a way to meet conditions that allow the possibility to find values of *η* \> 1. Values of *η* as high as 1.1 were found. For comparison purposes only, the effectiveness factors for a homogeneous biofilm, *η*~0~, and a continuum heterogeneous biofilm without inhibition, *η*~NI~, (Single Monod kinetics) are shown. As expected, the criterion to find *η* values greater than one is also obeyed.$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Experimental validation {#Sec9}
-----------------------

To assess the robustness of the new biofilm model with inhibition Monod kinetics, a test case was chosen where the substrate acts as nutrient as well as inhibitor (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). The kinetic parameters were taken from the work of Chung et al.^[@CR21]^ who studied the growth of *Pseudomonas putida* CCRC 14365 during the biodegradation of phenol. The authors used the Haldane inhibition kinetics expression, which is a particular situation of the more general Monod kinetics. It therefore coincides with the Monod kinetics used in the present study, since the ratio between the substrate saturation constant and the inhibition constant (*K*~P~*/K*~PI~) is small (≈0.08).^[@CR11]^ The Monod growth rate with inhibition is given by Eq. ([1](#Equ1){ref-type=""}). Developing the equation further, it is found that$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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This Eq. ([25](#Equ25){ref-type=""}) is the Haldane equation for substrate inhibition. In contrast to our study, Chung et al.^[@CR21]^ assumed a biofilm with a constant average density, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Effect of biofilm thickness {#Sec10}
---------------------------

Three cases were considered with varying biofilm thicknesses of 75, 150 and 300 μm. All the equations needed for solving the cases are given in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. The net rate of biomass formation was predicted by the continuous heterogeneous biofilm model as a function of phenol concentration, *C*~Ps~, at the biofilm-fluid interphase (Fig. [3a](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}). The effectiveness factor, net rate of phenol consumption, and biomass production for phenol bulk concentrations in the range of 25 to 600 g/m^3^ were calculated using the values of the fundamental parameters given in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. Initially, the biomass production rate increased very fast with increasing phenol concentration until a maximum was reached followed by a slow decrease (Fig. [3a](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}). This behavior is in agreement with experimental findings.^[@CR1],[@CR21]^ The maximum rate was reached at lower phenol concentrations as the biofilm thickness decreased. However, for high phenol concentrations the thicker biofilm produced more biomass than the thinner one. The increase in the rate at a phenol concentration, *C*~Ps~ \< *50* g/m^3^, was due to the fact that the rate tends towards a global first order reaction with respect to phenol concentration. The inhibition effect (\[*K*~PI~ */(K*~PI~ *+* *C*~Ps~*)*\] ≈ 1) was very small. However, when the phenol concentration was high (*C*~Ps~ greater than the substrate inhibition constant) the rate tended toward a negative reaction order (−1) with respect to phenol concentration. In other words, the reaction rate decreased as the substrate concentration increased. For phenol concentrations greater than 200 g/m^3^, inhibition played an important role in the overall rate of phenol consumption.Table 2Test case conditions$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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The fact that the maximum growth rate was reached at lower phenol concentrations as the biofilm thickness decreased is directly related to the internal diffusion effect. This is evident from the effectiveness factor observed at different phenol concentrations and for the three biofilm thicknesses (Fig. [3b](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}). As can be seen, *η* is almost equal to unity for a 75 μm-thick biofilm. Here the effect of internal diffusion on the net rate of phenol consumption is at a minimum. For low substrate concentrations and a thin biofilm, both effects (internal diffusion resistance and inhibition) are negligible. However, as the biofilm thickness increases, internal diffusion resistance becomes more and more important. At high substrate concentrations (greater than 200 g/m^3^), the inhibition effect becomes more important than the diffusion resistance effect, even for thick biofilms. Under these conditions, substrate diffusion resistance and inhibition negatively affect the rate of reaction and the net rate decreases with increasing *C*~Ps~.

Finally, it is interesting to note that the effectiveness factor takes on values greater than one, for the three cases where *C*~Ps~ \> *200* *g/m*^*3*^. To assure that *η* will take on values greater than one (case (c)) requires:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Another interesting observation regarding the behavior of *η* at different *C*~Ps~ (Fig. [3b](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}) is the following: for each biofilm thickness, the point where *η* = 1 corresponds to a *C*~Ps~ value, where the inhibition effect is exactly compensated for by the substrate diffusion resistance.

Effect of mass transport resistance {#Sec11}
-----------------------------------

The substrate mass transport inside a biofilm plays an important role in the estimation of the net rate microbial growth rate. A simple analytical method to calculate this rate using a model that considers variable diffusion and activity in the biofilm is highly useful.

Recently, Connolly et al.^[@CR16]^ demonstrated the influence of transport steps in biofilm growth by experimentally determining the net growth rate of *Escherichia coli* MJK2 to estimate the specific reaction rate as the net ureolysis rate per unit biofilm volume. In this case a homogeneous biofilm model was assumed and the convective external transport and diffusion rate into the biofilm were accounted for using dimensionless characteristic numbers like Damkôhler (Da) and Peclet (Pe) for external mass transport and the Thiele modulus *ϕ* (Eqs. S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[7](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}) for diffusion into the biofilm, respectively. The reported average Da and Pe numbers of 4 and 10^4^, respectively, and the Thiele modulus of less than one suggested that urea hydrolysis was not strongly limited by either external or internal diffusion. A Michaelis--Menten rate expression was used for fitting the experimental data with the finite element method. The values of the urea kinetic expression were varied until the difference between the modeled and experimental urea fluxes was minimized. However, simple first order kinetics with respect to urea concentration was found to fit the data best. Using our semi-analytical procedure to calculate the effectiveness factor one obtains the intrinsic rate expression in a more straightforward manner. Considering Eqs. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[18)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"} we calculated the effectiveness factor, taking into account the Thiele modulus values of Connolly et al.^[@CR16]^ (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}), and the value of parameter *ρ* (Eqs. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[10)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}) for this case, which was used for normalizing the Thiele modulus. Further, the corresponding values of *η* according to our procedure for minima, maxima and average values of *ϕ* were 0.999, 0.947, and 0.998, respectively, indicating little to no internal biofilm diffusion limitation. Hence our procedure is able to estimate the effectiveness factor in experimental studies and validate conclusions on internal diffusion effects in biofilms.

Global applicability of continuum heterogeneous biofilm model to substrate inhibition {#Sec12}
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Olivieri et al.^[@CR15]^ considered a well-mixed three-phase bioreactor where the growth of a granular- *Pseudomonas* sp. OX1 biofilm was supported by the oxidation of phenol. The authors analyzed the system with either oxygen or phenol (the inhibitor) as limiting substrate. As in the present model, the empirical correlation between the substrate relative diffusivities and biomass concentration by Fan et al.^[@CR22]^ was used and both the steady-state and local dynamic behavior of the system were characterized. However, as in other earlier studies a homogeneous biofilm was assumed, that is, the effective diffusivity of the substrate and the biofilm density were kept constant. The model dimensionless differential equations were solved numerically under steady-state conditions. Although the conditions in that study and the present model system were quite different, effectiveness factor and net biofilm growth rate had a similar relationship with biofilm thickness.

Similarly, *Pseudomonas stutzeri* OX1 in an airlift biofilm reactor displayed specific growth rates as a function of the initial phenol concentration that were very close to those in our test case, with a maximum growth rate at about 200 g phenol/m^3^.^[@CR14]^

When modeling batch fermentation kinetics for succinic acid production by *Mannheimia succiniciproducens*, both substrate and product inhibition were considered using glucose as substrate.^[@CR23]^ The growth of the microorganism was expressed by a simplified Monod model since the ratio of substrate saturation and inhibition constants was 0.0127 ≪ 1 and hence the Haldane model could be applied. The inhibition by the product was taken into account in the growth rate (1 -- *C*~Pro~*/C*~ProCrit~), as suggested by Levenspiel,^[@CR24]^ where *C*~Pro~ is the product concentration and *C*~ProCrit~ is the critical product concentration at which cell growth stops. The effects of initial glucose concentration on the growth rate of *M. succiniciproducens* followed a profile that would also be obtained if our procedure were applied.

In conclusion, the continuum heterogeneous biofilm model successfully predicted situations where Double Monod inhibition kinetics affects the biofilm growth rate. Analytical approximate solutions can account for limiting concentrations of substrate or inhibitor and biofilm thickness. The procedure does not require numerical simulation and calculations can be performed in a basic software package. The approach has global utility for biofilm systems of different scales ranging from microfluidic flow cells to bioreactors used in laboratories and full-scale applications where inhibition kinetics is frequently encountered. The analytical procedure is accessible to researchers from different disciplines, especially those experimenting with flow cells where substrate limitation and inhibition kinetics may exert considerable effects on biological phenomena.

Methods {#Sec13}
=======

The model was designed as described in Model Development and the supplementary Information, and the experimental data used to validate the model were taken from ref. 21.

Data availability {#Sec14}
-----------------

The authors declare that data supporting the findings of this study are available within the paper and its [Supplementary Information](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}.

Nomenclature {#Sec15}
------------
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*C*~i~ concentration of substrate (*i*), kg/m^3^

*C*~is~concentration of substrate (*i*) at the surface of the biofilm, kg/m^3^

*d*~PI~ defined by Eq. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[28)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*D*~fi~ surface average effective diffusivity of substrate (*i*), m^2^/s
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*D*~wi~ diffusivity of substrate (*i*) in the liquid medium, m^2^/s

I~PI~ defined by Eq. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[17)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*K*~i~ Monod half rate constant for substrate (*i*), kg/m^3^

*K*~I~ Inhibitor concentration giving 50% inhibition rate, kg/m^3^

*L*~f~ average biofilm thickness, m

*q*~max~ maximum specific growth rate, s^−1^

*r* specific growth rate, s^−1^

*r*~b~volumetric growth rate, g biomass/(m^3^~biofilm~ ·h)

*r*~s~ reference reaction rate defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[9)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*r*\* dimensionless rate of reaction defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[4)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"} or (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[14)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}
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*x*distance from the bottom of the biofilm, m

*x\**dimensionless distance defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[4)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*Y*~i~ yield coefficient for substrate (i), (kg microorganism/kg nutrient)

Greek letters

*α*~i~ effective diffusivity of substrate (i), at the bottom of the biofilm, m^2^/s

*β*~i~ dimensionless parameter for substrate (i) defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[4)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*ϕ* Thiele modulus (the ratio between a reference reaction rate in a homogeneous biofilm, which is not diffusion limited and has a density equal to the average value in the biofilm, and the diffusion rate) defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[7)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*ϕ\**normalized Thiele modulus, defined by Eqs. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[19)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}, (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[23)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"} or (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[27)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*Γ*~I~ parameter defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[8)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*Γ*~A~ parameter defined by Eq. ([10](#Equ10){ref-type=""})

*η* effectiveness factor (the ratio between the diffusion-limited substrate consumption rate and the substrate consumption rate that is not limited by diffusion) for a continuum heterogeneous biofilm

*η*~0~ effectiveness factor for a homogeneous biofilm

*η*~NI~ effectiveness factor for continuum heterogeneous biofilm without inhibition

*κ* parameter defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[17)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

ν~i~ ratio between the substrate (*i*) yield coefficient and that of the limiting substrate

*ρ*~AI~parameter defined by Eq. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[16)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*σ*~A~ parameter defined by Eq. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[2)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*σ*~I~ parameter defined by Eq. (S[2](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[5)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

*Ψ*parameter defined by Eq. (S[1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}--[16)](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}

Sub indexes

*i* for substrate A or inhibitory substrate I

*s*biofilm surface conditions

I for the inhibitory component

*P* for substrate phenol

Electronic supplementary material
=================================

 {#Sec16}

Supplementary information

**Electronic supplementary material**

**Supplementary information** accompanies the paper on the *npj Biofilms and Microbiomes* website (10.1038/s41522-017-0045-y).

**Publisher\'s note:** Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

E.E.G. and V.B.R. gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by CONICET and Universidad Nacional de Salta in Argentina. S.W. was supported by the Singapore Ministry of Education and National Research Foundation through an RCE award to Singapore Centre for Environmental Life Sciences Engineering (SCELSE).

E.E.G., V.B.R. and S.W. designed the study; E.E.G. developed the model and ran the simulations; V.B.R., E.E.G. and S.W. analyzed data and wrote the paper.

Competing interests {#FPar1}
===================

The authors declare no competing financial interests.
